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Abstract: Istanbul was a magnet throughout history
attracting many civilizations, because of the endless
possibilities it offered. Today as a mega metropolis, it
continues to attract populations of immigrants from all
over Turkey. Although these moves to the big city are
permanent, these immigrants keep their ties to their native
rural lands. This connection becomes an important part of
their livelihood because these families continue to procure
nourishments, especially staple items such as legumes,
grains, and a variety of preserved foods from their
homelands. This type of food movement happens in two
ways. Firstly, every year they visit relatives in the rural parts
of Anatolia and bring with them abundance of winter
provisions, which allows them to continue eating the
traditional food items they are accustomed to at much
lower costs. Secondly, they visit the specialty marketplaces
around Istanbul that sells foodstuff from parts of Anatolia,
where they keep their bonds with compatriots from same
rural Anatolian districts as well as having access to the
regional foodstuff. This way of shopping became an
attraction for the urbanites of Istanbul who started to shop
from the local marketplaces and order foods from rural
Anatolian towns for the sake of incorporating natural and
regional food products into their diets. This food
movement have shifted from a necessity for the immigrants
in Istanbul, to a comfortable food procurement method for
the urbanites. As a result, cooperative ventures were
formed that brought together the local producers and
urbanite consumers.

Istanbul was forever a magnet throughout history during
all its civilizations including Eastern Roman and Ottoman
empires. Due to the endless possibilities the city offered, all
dreamt of becoming a citizen of this metropolis. During
the empire periods, food procurement was an important
issue, especially as the population of Istanbul grew, feeding
the palace occupants and inhabitants of the city relied
mostly on the nourishments procured outside of Istanbul,
within the borders of the empire. All food items were
brought from their native lands in large quantities into the
palaces of the empires first, then the surplus would be
delivered to city’s open markets and sold to the public
(Samancı and Croxford 2006, 17).
Istanbul being the mega metropolis today, continues to
be a magnet, receiving large populations of immigrants
from all over Turkey to realize their dreams of making a
better living, and providing an opportunity for higher

quality education for their children. Although these moves
to the big city are permanent, the immigrants never lose
their ties to their native rural lands. This connection is
important for their livelihood because their rural
homelands is their main source of nourishments. Every
year these families visit relatives in the rural parts of
Anatolia and come back with abundance of pantry staples
such as red pepper paste, tomato paste, bulgur, dried
legumes, pickles, and hand cut noodles, basically the
winter provisions that will last throughout the year until
their next visit. This yearly routine not only keeps the
family’s ties to their homelands, but it also allows them to
continue eating the traditional food items they are
accustomed to at much lower costs. In addition, the
marketplaces that are established throughout the city
selling products directly brought from rural towns of
Anatolia became a haven for the immigrants of Istanbul to
have access to their much beloved food items all year round
as well as keeping the connection with their fellow citizens.
This life pattern that started with the rural Anatolian
immigrants created a new way of food procurement that
was adapted by the urbanites of Istanbul, who are the
well-educated middle- and upper-class residents with no
connections to Anatolian pastorals. These urbanites, who
were looking to incorporate locally produced quality food
items into their diets, started to visit the specialty
marketplaces where the products were directly coming
from Anatolian cities.
Accessibility to fresh and regional food products became
a trendy way of shopping among urbanites which gained
prominence with formation of cooperative ventures that
brought together the local producers and urbanite
consumers through marketplaces as well as through online
ordering systems. Currently, all types of foodstuffs,
including fresh produce, variety of breads, cheese, meat
products, dry goods can be sent directly from the producers
in rural Anatolia to the urbanites of Istanbul, hence creating
a continuous food movement to the city of Istanbul.
History of food movements to Istanbul
The problem of providing food for the capital city of
Istanbul, has always been one of the biggest problems for
the imperial administrators both during the times of
Eastern Roman and Ottoman Empires, (Necipoglu 1994;
Turnator 2003; İnalcık 1994). The inadequacy of means of
transport and the threat of sea and land travel due to piracy
or banditry have been among the factors that have made
this problem more difficult. Despite all these challenges, to
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prevent any type of public disturbances, meeting the needs
of the 400,000 residents of Constantinople was an
inevitable duty for state administrators (Aynural 1999, 563).
In the Eastern Roman Empire period, between the sixth
and twelfth centuries, ports of Sirkeci and Sarayburnu,
where grains and olive oil were stored in government
storehouses, had an important function in terms of
providing foodstuff for the city of Constantinople.
Starting from the thirteenth century, the food and trade
center moved into the shores of Golden Horn where a large
marketplace was established with fishermen, vegetable,
fruit, cheese, caviar, and pork vendors (Turnator, 2003).
The foodstuffs consumed in Constantinople were
coming from Syria, Cyprus, cities around Marmara region,
Aegean coasts, and islands, as well as from Thrace and the
western coasts of the Black Sea. Turks, first built
Anadoluhisarı in 1394, and then Rumelihisarı in 1452,
right before conquering Constantinople. These fortresses
were built across from each other in the narrowest part of
the Bosporus (650 meters) to prevent provisions from
coming into the city via the Black Sea. Both fortresses were
equipped with canons to prevent any delivery of weapons
and auxiliary soldiers, as well as ships that might attempt
to bring food into the city. Apart from the sieges and wars,
from time to time the city experienced storms that would
originate from the Black Sea, that lasted for days,
sometimes for weeks. These occasional weather conditions
would disrupt the voyages of the ships and prevent the
regular access of food into the city. Since this kind of a
situation could lead to shortages and famines, starting
from eighth century onwards, those living in
Constantinople were required to keep a stock of basic
foodstuffs in their cellars that would last for three years
(Talbot-Rice 2002).
Procuring food for Istanbul, the capital city of the
Ottoman Empire, always had a special importance for the
sultan and his administrators. The state tried to fulfill its
executive and supervisory function at every stage of the
food provisions, with the strong networks it has created
(Murphey 1988, 217). Providing the needs for this giant
city was carried out with a serious organization and tax
system. This administrative mechanism, which spread to
every region and settlement area of the empire, was also
responsible for supervising the execution of orders, making
purchases, and collecting the goods received (Mantran
1990,173). In addition, this system also took strict
measures to limit the population growth in the city by
acting against the settlement of people especially the ones
coming to Istanbul from the provinces (Çiftçi 2004).
Additionally, the ceiling prices determined for the food
were under strict controls by the government officials. The
prices of staple foods were most often fixed and below the
real market price. It was important to supply ample
amounts of food to the public of Istanbul and to keep the
prices under their purchasing power to prevent any
uprisings (Eksen 2008, 7).
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The large population of Istanbul including all the
employees under the payroll of the palace, such as soldiers
of the army, administrative and religious officials and
employees of the Ottoman war industry did not contribute
to the food production (Eksen 2008, 6). As part of the
alimentation policy of the Ottomans, food producing areas
within the borders of the empire were obliged to meet their
needs first, followed by sending all the remaining foodstuff
to Istanbul (Faroqhi 1981), hence creating a constant food
movement into the city.
Animal herds being brought from European lands and
slaughtered in the slaughterhouses in Yedikule, near the
palace, is one of the examples of such food movements
(Eksen 2008, 6). Apart from these, various other staple
food products were sent to Istanbul from other regions
(See Table 1).
The original location
of the food
Thrace
Trabzon, Urfa, Aleppo
Egypt
Russia
Bursa
Odessa
Erzincan
Crete, Lesvos, Ayvalık
Bagdat
Afyon
Kayseri
Yemen
İzmir, Aydın
Balkans
Gemlik
Mürefte, Marmara Island
Tekirdağ
Terkos Lake
Small villages around İstanbul

Type of food
Lamb meat and mutton
Clarified butter
Rice, wheat, spices
Sugar, caviar, salted fish
Chestnut
Wheat flour
Sheep’s milk cheese
Olive oil
Dates
Sucuk (spicy sausage)
Pastırma (salt cured beef)
Coffee
Grapes, figs
Kaşar cheese
Olives
Wine
Walnut
Lake fish varieties
Variety of fruits, vegetables, milk,
yoghurt, and clotted cream.

Table 1. Movement of food products to İstanbul (Eksen 2008, 5).

As the population of Istanbul grew and the borders of
the empire shrank, it became more difficult to supply food
into the city from outside of Istanbul. Construction of
motorways and railroads somewhat eased the food
movement into the city but during these times the prices
were inconsistent, and this reflected on the eating and
drinking habits of the residents. Meat and expensive
materials were replaced by ground meat; meatless vegetable
dishes and olive oil dishes started to appear on the dining
tables. Consumption of fish was encouraged, since there
was an abundance of fish in the seas surrounding Istanbul
(Eksen 2008, 7).
Initial forced migration to Istanbul started at the end of
the 19th century, due to the riots and stampedes that arose
in the distant lands of the empire, causing the city to get
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more crowded. This situation made it difficult and
complicated to maintain the food supply of the city, which
led to further changes in the eating and drinking habits
that resulted in food rations (Eksen 2008, 7).
Modern day Turkey and food movements of rural immigrants
Internal migration movements in Turkey started to become
widespread in the 1950s. The industrialization in
metropolitan cities such as Istanbul, opened new
employment opportunities causing waves of immigrants
from country sides of Anatolia to move to Istanbul (Şimşek
and Gürler 1994). Located at the junction of European and
Asian continents, Istanbul remains to be one of the largest
and most crowded cities in the world as the migration
continues to increase, stemming from economic concerns
in rural parts of Anatolia (de Haas, Castles & Miller 2009;
Cohen and Sirkeci 2011). Designated as “the city where the
stones and soil are made of gold” İstanbul was the
metropolitan that had the potential to provide jobs with
higher wages and good living conditions. However higher
wages accompanied by higher living costs did not translate
to better living standards. Thus, the immigrants, who left
their rural homelands and moved into the big city to
pursue a prosperous life started to experience urban
poverty (Sevinç & Davran and Sevinç 2018).
Lacking the proper education prevented immigrants
from obtaining high income level jobs in their new
surroundings, making it compulsory to be careful about
spendings and managing their home economy. This
realization of economic difficulties also reflected on the
food procurement methods (Kılıç 2016). Rural inhabitants
who made the permanent move to the big cities continued
to seek the traditional tastes that they were acquainted
with from their homelands. Finding these authentic tastes,
and the need to be frugal with their food purchases,
initiated the movement of food for these new city
inhabitants (Durukan 2021).
The dietary patterns shaped by the economic
imperatives and cultural elements, have enabled the
Anatolian immigrants to keep their ties to their
homelands, retain their identities and continue their rural
food habits by obtaining winter provisions such as bulgur,
local flour varieties, grape molasses, salted butter, cheese,
and kavurma from their villages of origin (Kırmızı 2007,
50). This type of food movement became a common sight
for almost all rural immigrants of Istanbul.
Family members of these immigrants who are still
residing in the villages are the main sources of these food
movements. Every year for the summer holiday, the new
city dwellers who are of rural origin takes a trip to the
countryside where they originally emigrated from to see
their relatives and replenish their pantries with staple food
products such as red pepper paste, tomato paste, bulgur,
dried herbs, pickles, and hand cut noodles. Besides these
typical nourishments there is also the local specialties of
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each region such as nuts, fruits, grains, or legumes. At the
end of these trips these nourishments travel back to the big
city with the family, and this journey takes place year after
year. In addition to this food movement, other seasonal
products after being harvested, such as olives and olive oil
in the late autumn, tea in the early spring is also shipped
via postal services or by intercity busses to the immigrant
families in Istanbul.
Zones of Istanbul and local marketplaces
The demographical settlement of immigrants in Istanbul
was based on following the previous compatriots from the
same village, region, or province, which resulted in
formation of residential zones within Istanbul. Each zone
became a smaller version of the actual settlement,
comparable to Little Italy or Chinatown in New York City.
The districts of Istanbul were turned into smaller cities of
Anatolia; Güngören, a district of Istanbul (now referred to
as Little Gaziantep) is an example of such formation.
Another well-known district stands out from the rest
especially in terms of food movement. Appeared in New
York Times’s Favorite Streets in12 European Cities (Fowler,
2015), Kadınlar Pazarı (Women’s Marketplace) located in
the historic town of Fatih, named after the women vendors,
that used to run the market in the early twentieth century.
Immigrants from Siirt, a city located in the southeastern
part of Turkey, in the 1980’s appointed this location as their
new homeland. They kept the original name but changed
the cultural texture of the area while modifying the
marketplace to reflect their sense of gastronomy (Es and
Ateş 2004, 224). This form of settlement not only protected
the identity of the immigrants but created a strong bond
among fellow compatriots (Klein and Watson 2019).
This marketplace became the epitome of Siirt
gastronomy, where restaurants serve the region’s local
specialties, and the shops sell variety of unique food stuff of
the region that continuously arrive from Siirt. Kadınlar
Pazarı marketplace is an important cultural value for the
city that reflects Siirt’s food culture in one of the busiest
districts of Istanbul. In addition, the ex-residents of Siirt
utilize the Kadınlar Pazarı marketplace as a platform where
they can meet with their fellow citizens, exchange news
from their homeland, enjoy a cup of tea or a special treat.
These activities give this marketplace a different meaning
and differentiates it from other marketplaces (Sofos 2019).
Present day, Kadınlar Pazarı marketplace is not only a
market that services the immigrants from Siirt, but it is
also an attraction for the urbanites of Istanbul who are
seeking to taste the traditional foods and purchase organic
or natural products of Siirt, such as pomegranate of Zivzik,
herbed Siirt cheese and honey of Pervari.
The open-air markets of Istanbul with their mobile
stalls were another form of food movement where food
products are brought in from various parts of Anatolia and
set up in different districts of the city. As an alternative
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solution, immigrants who seek their homeland’s foodstuffs
can have access to them all year round without travelling to
their homelands. These marketplaces also became an
attraction for Istanbul urbanites who are in pursuit of
natural and regional products. The most popular open-air
market is called Historical İnebolu Village Market, where
all the products travel directly from İnebolu district of
Kastamonu, a town located in Black Sea region of Turkey.
Historical İnebolu Village Market is not a typical weekly
open-air market where goods are bought from the
wholesale market of Istanbul. For this specific market, the
goods are loaded into trucks in Kastamonu each Saturday
night and reach the market location in Istanbul early
Sunday mornings. The regulars (immigrants of Kastamonu
as well as the urban residents and catering professionals of
Istanbul) flock to the marketplace at the crack of dawn to
buy fresh, natural, and sometimes organic products such as
cheeses, produce, organic eggs, legumes, grains, and rustic
country bread (Kasımpaşa Tarihi Kastamonu/ İnebolu
Pazarı, website 2013).
Kastamonu’s biodiversity and rich culinary culture is
reflected in the stalls of this marketplace which makes it
both a culinary and cultural attraction for Istanbul
urbanites (Parla 2012). The vendors are the stars of this
food movement connecting the residents of Istanbul, both
urbanites and the immigrants, with products of
Kastamonu. The vendors also act like custodians by
bringing in care packages that are prepared by the villagers
for their relatives in the city, for a small delivery fee. When
the parcels arrive in Istanbul, they are received by their
owners, making it the most unique feature of this
marketplace (Gezilmesi Gereken Yerler, website n.d.).
Food procurement trends of urbanites
This movement of authentic local foods from rural Anatolia
become an intriguing phenomenon over the past decade
among urbanites who were looking to incorporate high quality
food items produced locally into their lives. Apart from
shopping at the weekly markets or permanent marketplaces
such as Kadınlar Pazarı, the diverse range of distinct food items
from other parts of Anatolia became available for shipping
directly to urbanites of Istanbul thanks to the local
cooperatives that were initiated by food communities or
independent farmers in various parts of Anatolia.
The increased interest in local products have created a
new line of business that aided rural development. Before
direct online ordering from the producers, the farmers
would sell their products to a middleman who bought all
their crop and products at a cheaper wholesale price leaving
the farmer with a relatively small income (Altok and
Akyazı 2020). Establishing regional cooperative ventures
provided a platform for the rural food producers to directly
sell their products to end consumers, in this case, urbanites
of Istanbul, and earn more for their efforts.
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As more and more rural food producers realized this
potential, the number of cooperatives increased, and with
the help of professionals these ventures set up online
ordering platforms to ease the purchasing process.
Marketing efforts were initiated with the help of the city
cooperatives and food communities. Food producers
started to experience a transformation in their regions as
the demand from the cities increased and meeting this
demand became easier with the online platforms (Altok
and Akyazı 2020). The direct transaction of this food
movement was also reflected in the prices. The urbanites
were aware of the relatively higher prices they were paying,
however knowing that the earnings were going directly to
the producer made this a fair trade.
Dreaming of an ecological life in the countryside,
number of white-collar individuals abandoned their jobs
and life in the big city and moved to rural villages in
Anatolia to become food producers themselves,
participating in reverse-immigration. Considering that they
were coming from the same background as the urbanites,
their city education and worldly views enabled them to set
up their ventures with modern high-tech digital platforms.
The arrival of appealing, user-friendly apps, and techenabled driver networks, coupled with changing consumer
expectations, has taken food delivery to another level
(Ahuja & Chandra & Lord, and Peens 2021).
These newly established provincials set up new
generation consumer cooperatives, that were also more
environmentally friendly in terms of delivering their food
products. A solution to this problem presented itself in the
form of food cooperatives and food communities. Urban
consumers started setting up food communities in
locations that is either near their residence or workplace
and started to receive their weekly orders in those
locations. This system helped cut down the travel expenses
as well as causing less damage to the environment (Altok
and Akyazı 2020).
These initiatives increased the online food ordering
directly from the farms and producers. Rural food
cooperatives also became one of the most sought-after
forms of food shopping. Aside from the convenience online
food-ordering offers, also receiving natural and organic
products encouraged the urbanites to eat a healthier diet.
Conclusion
Istanbul’s magnetic charm made this city an attraction for
many communities who desired to make it their home for
centuries. Looking back into history of Istanbul, especially
during the empire periods obtaining food for the
inhabitants of the city always required some sort of food
movement. Since food production of Istanbul was not
enough to feed the population, to prevent uprisings and
riots, foodstuff was procured into the city, from other parts
of the empire, in ample amounts, and prices were controlled
by administration to make them accessible to all citizens
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with varying purchasing powers. In the republic period of
Turkey, the rural immigrants of Anatolia who were drawn
to the prosperous life Istanbul supposably offered, migrated
to the big city to achieve their dreams of economic wealth.
The disappointment that followed led these immigrants to
urban poverty and not a glamorous lifestyle that they
expected. Struggling to adjust to the lifestyle of the big city
and trying to maintain their connections to their
homelands, these immigrants participated in food
movements that allowed them to eat the foodstuff they are
accustomed to at much lower costs. Travelling back to their
homelands to visit relatives as well as replenishing their
pantries, visiting the Istanbul marketplaces with distinct
Anatolian connections became the ideal way to acquire
foods that became a well-recognized food movement among
the immigrants of Istanbul. The urbanites of the city who
were looking to incorporate natural and regional products
into their daily diets took this food movement and hauled it
to another level that rendered as a specialized food
purchasing scheme through the establishment of
cooperative ventures and food communities. As a result of
this, these types of food movements have shifted from being
a necessity for the immigrants of Istanbul, to a comfortable
and trendy food procurement method for the urbanites,
that continues to grow and prosper while helping
development of rural Anatolian towns.
Notes
1. During the Eastern Roman period Istanbul was known
as Constantinople. This name eventually changed to
Istanbul after the Ottomans conquered the city in 1453.
2. Byzantine name was Neorion.
3. Byzantine name was Prosforion.
4. Fortress built by the Ottomans on the Anatolian side
of Istanbul.
5. Fortress built by the Ottomans on the European side of
Istanbul.
6. A district located in Istanbul, near the Topkapı Palace.
7. A popular saying in Turkish to describe the opportunities
offered by Istanbul to those who migrated from rural areas
where life is difficult. Origins of the saying is unknown.
8. Braised lamb meat in its own fat.
9. Zivzik is a village in Siirt that is famous for its special
kind of sweet pomegranate with white kernels.
10. Pervari is the honey producing district of Siirt. The honey
produced there has received geographical indication.
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